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RACIAL JUSTICE ADVOCACY

On Jan. 21, the ELCA partnered with 
Augsburg Fortress to present an 
online educational observance of 
the National Day of Racial Healing. 
Members of the Northeastern Iowa 
Synod were among the 2,000 people 
who participated. Presenters included 
authors, editors and illustrators who 
are ELCA leaders of color. Some of the 
books that were discussed include:

God’s Holy Darkness  
by Sharei Green and Beckah Selnick

This children’s book lifts up all of the 
ways darkness is important in the 
story of God’s people and helps chil-
dren see how blackness is a celebrat-
ed element in the life of faith. 

You Are So Wonderful  
by Jacqui Lewis 

This children’s book beautifully con-

veys the message of the wonderful-
ness in every person. It features a 
diverse cast of children and adults 
and includes a reading guide. 

Call to Allyship: Preparing Your 
Congregation for Leaders of Color 
edited by Angela T. !Khabeb

Through this collection of stories 
and essays, the reader can learn from 
church leaders of color to identify 
biases and hurtful patterns of behav-
ior that impede the church in honor-
ing and growing through the gifts 
these leaders bring. 

Remind Me Again: Poems and Prac-
tices for Remembering Who We Are  
by Joe Davis

This collection of 41 poems “will in-
spire, challenge and affirm readers 
from all stages of life,” to explore their 

spirit, their community and their pur-
pose.  Each poem includes a practice 
to connect the verse to the reader’s 
everyday life. A facilitator guide is also 
available. 

Augsburg is offering 20 percent off 
and free shipping on the books fea-
tured at the event through February 
28. For more information and the 
savings code, visit elca.org/our-work/
publicly-engaged-church/racial-jus-
tice-ministries/national-day-of-racial-
healing

The Racial Justice Network of the 
Northeastern Iowa Synod is creating 
an email list to facilitate communica-
tion about upcoming events related 
to racial justice. If you would like to be 
added to the list, please email us at 
neiasynodrjan@gmail.com. 

Books Featured on the National Day of Racial Healing Event
by Lisa Nelson, Racial Justice Advocacy Network

Join an ELCA  
Fireside Chat
Feb. 13, 2025

The ELCA seminaries will host a new 
Fireside Chat series in February, with 
the first session focusing on the ins 
and outs of serving as a chaplain in 
the ELCA.

Join the ELCA seminaries and 
Chaplain Corps Thursday, Feb. 13, for 
the virtual “Fireside Chat: Exploring 
Pathways for Chaplaincy in the ELCA” 
at 7-8:15 p.m. CST. There is no cost to 
attend.  
To register, visit admissions.
callutheran.edu/register/
ELCAChaplaincy.

April 24, 2025 
Ewalu, Strawberry Point

Ministers actively serving in the 
Northeastern Iowa Synod are invit-
ed to gather Thursday, April 24, for 
the Day of Renewal event at EWALU 
Bible Camp, Strawberry Point. 

This will be a day to renew con-
nections with one another as col-
leagues and as the synod. Ministers 
include pastors, deacons, seminary 
interns, collaborative learning lead-
ers, TEEM leaders and synodically 
authorized ministers who regularly 

serve as ministers in congregations 
and ministries of this synod.

The theme of the day will echo the 
2025 Northeastern Iowa Synod 
Assembly theme, Created to Be 
Connected. The Day of Renewal 
schedule will be spacious, with 
plenty of time to connect with each 
other, spend time in nature, wor-
ship together, and engage in deep 
conversations and learning. 

The cost to attend is $20. Online 
registration will begin in March.

DAY OF RENEWAL IS SET FOR APRIL 24

www.neiasynod.org/generosity
https://www.elca.org/our-work/publicly-engaged-church/racial-justice-ministries/national-day-of-racial-healing
https://www.elca.org/our-work/publicly-engaged-church/racial-justice-ministries/national-day-of-racial-healing
https://www.elca.org/our-work/publicly-engaged-church/racial-justice-ministries/national-day-of-racial-healing
https://www.elca.org/our-work/publicly-engaged-church/racial-justice-ministries/national-day-of-racial-healing
https://admissions.callutheran.edu/register/ELCAChaplaincy
https://admissions.callutheran.edu/register/ELCAChaplaincy
https://admissions.callutheran.edu/register/ELCAChaplaincy
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Lutheran Services in Iowa an-
nounced in April that it will begin a 
30-day transition out of residential 
services programming. This decision 
came after several discussions and 
careful deliberations with the Iowa 
Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS), recognizing there are 
other providers more fully equipped 
to provide the high level of care re-
quired for these youth. 

LSI is working with the HHS and 
other partners to ensure a smooth 
and collaborative transition for the 
11 young women currently placed at 
the Bremwood Campus in Waverly 
to move to other residential facilities 
across the state. LSI is also working 
to connect staff impacted by this 
decision to job opportunities within 

LSI or assist them in finding other 
employment. In the coming months, 
LSI will evaluate potential uses for 
the Bremwood Campus and identify 
opportunities that may benefit the 
whole community. 

“We are grateful for the steadfast 
support from the citizens of Waverly 
and for the businesses, churches, 
city, and community organizations 
that have worked closely with us,” 
said Renee Hardman, LSI president 
and CEO.  “We look forward to a con-
tinued partnership with this gener-
ous and supportive community.”

Bishop Kevin Jones, who serves on 
the LSI Board of Directors, reports 
this decision will allow LSI to fully 
focus on and elevate its core ser-

vices, including early childhood edu-
cation, disabilities services, adoption 
and foster care, mental health 
programs, and immigrant refugee 
services. 

“Aware of the long-term investment 
and love the people of Northeastern 
Iowa have poured into the ministries 
of Bremwood, I grieve this transition 
while believing that it is necessary,” 
Jones said. “I invite you to join me 
in praying for all of those directly 
impacted by this change as well as 
those who are working through the 
details. Thank you for all you have 
done to support Bremwood and 
LSI over the years. I look forward to 
whatever new ways the Holy Spirit 
will lead and guide us in service to 
our neighbors in need.”

LSI to transition out of residential services programming

As a new parent to a four-month-old, 
I am diving back into the world of 
children’s books. It turns out many 
new books have come out since I was 
a child 30 years ago! We have books 
about tractors, dinosaurs, woodland 
creatures, ABC’s … all seeking to 
teach valuable life lessons in a make-
believe world.  

Susie Clark: The Bravest Girl You’ve 
Ever Seen is a story set not in a make-
believe world where bears and rab-
bits talk and dinosaurs still walk the 
earth. No, it is a story that happened 
right here in Iowa. Susie Clark tells 
the story of a courageous young girl 
whose family played a pivotal role de-
segregating schools in Iowa in 1868. 

The catchy, rhyming rhythm of the 

book tells what life was like for Susie 
as a young Black girl in Muscatine. 
Her father, Alexander, brings a legal 
case against a segregated school, and 
that case went all the way to the Iowa 
Supreme Court, which ruled in his 
favor. 

In the story, Susie learns from her 
family to be brave and courageous 
in attending her new school.  Susie 
is the hero of the tale, becoming the 
first Black high schooler to graduate 
in 1871. It is worth noting, segregated 
schools could be found throughout 
parts of the United States until 1954. 

Susie Clark and her family are pio-
neers in striving for racial justice. 
This story powerfully tells of the 
prejudice that Susie experiences, 

and how, through the support of 
her family, she learns to stand up for 
what is right. Author Joshalyn Hickey-
Johnson skillfully tells the story in a 
way that is accessible to children.  

Susie Clark is a hero our young 
people can learn from, one who is 
not from a make-believe world, but 
from our state’s history. I am thankful 
I have learned her story, and I look 
forward to teaching it to my son.  

A Children’s Book for Every Church 
by Rev. Daniel Hanson, Trinity Lutheran,  Mason City
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Congregational Spotlight: St. John, Cedar Falls 
by the Racial Justice Advocacy Network 

One goal of the Northeastern Iowa 
Synod Racial Justice Advocacy 
Network is to lift up congregations 
throughout the synod that are engag-
ing in racial justice work in an effort to 
encourage and inspire other congre-
gations. St. John Lutheran Church in 
Cedar Falls is one such congregation.

Members at St. John engaged in two 
book studies offered by the University 
of Northern Iowa that centered on 
issues of racial justice. They found 
themselves both challenged and en-
lightened, and several of them felt it 
was important for some folks to be 
accountable for keeping racial justice 
work something the St. John commu-
nity engages in an ongoing way. Thus, 
the St. John Racial Justice Team was 
formed.

The five members of the team span 
ages from 20s through 70s. According 
to Pastor Brian Julin-McCleary, their 
goal is “to follow Jesus and joyfully 
take God’s love into the world by 
faithfully engaging in uncomfortable 
conversations and challenging learn-
ing experiences that help us make 
life more livable for our neighbors 
of color.  We acknowledge that the 
responsibility for this work, while in 
partnership with others, lies squarely 
on the shoulders of people that have 
actively and/or passively benefited 
from centuries of white supremacist 
thinking and doing.”  

To meet this goal, the St. John Racial 
Justice Team has gathered St. John 
folks for book reads; organized din-
ners out to restaurants owned and 
operated by African American neigh-
bors (celebrating the gifts of food and 
fellowship while financially contrib-
uting to the livelihood of neighbors 
that have endured white supremacist 

ideology); hosted a film-viewing 
session about the Algona Brownies 
baseball team, an African American 
team in rural Iowa 100 years ago; en-
couraged St. John members and sent 
four people on the Waterloo Human 
Rights Commission’s MLK Freedom 
Bus Tour that visited civil rights sites 
in Birmingham, Selma, Montgomery 
and Memphis; and is initiating a group 
that will gather in 2024 to train with 
Standing Up for Racial Justice (a na-
tional organization) to learn how to be 
white allies.

If you or your congregation are feeling 
called to ask important questions and 
engage in challenging conversations 
to learn and grow as God’s faithful 
people around issues of racial justice, 
here are some words of encourage-
ment from Pastor Brian to inspire 
you to begin: “My encouragement 
is to gather folks that care about 

transforming white privilege and in-
creasing the bonds of fellowship that 
God has given all of us of different 
backgrounds. Gather those folks, pray 
together and dream about conversa-
tions you’d like to have and actions 
you’d like to take. Then set about 
doing some things that are meaning-
ful to the group and invite others to 
join in. I also recommend setting up a 
calendar that can track annual events 
and keep the group cognizant of the 
things they’ve done and the things 
they’d like to do again. There are many 
local actions to take and experiences 
to share in — simply showing up and 
witnessing, or being present for a 
meaningful event is a great step for-
ward.”

Many thanks to Pastor Brian Julin-
McCleary of St. John Lutheran Church 
in Cedar Falls for sharing the story of 
the St. John Racial Justice Team. 

RACIAL JUSTICE ADVOCACY

Members of St. John, Cedar Falls, visit the “I Am A Man” civil rights memorial in Memphis as part of 
last fall’s MLK Freedom Bus Tour sponsored by the Waterloo Human Rights Commission.
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Count me as one of the many people 
who did not know the history of 
Juneteenth until recently. I am still 
learning the history of slavery and 
how this injustice, and other racial in-
justices, shape our present. 

If you are also still learning, 
Juneteenth is a celebration of free-
dom first celebrated by emanci-
pated African American slaves in 
Texas in 1865. It took over two and 
half years after President Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 
for slaves in Texas to be freed. Only 
when Union soldiers arrived in 
Galveston, Texas, on June 19, 1865, 
did enslaved people learn of their 
freedom. This celebration of freedom 

Worship services can recognize and celebrate Juneteenth 
by Rev. Daniel Hanson, Trinity Lutheran,  Mason City

was the beginning of what we now 
celebrate as Juneteenth.

Some faith communities are choos-
ing to mark Juneteenth by con-
fronting racism and prejudice that 
still exist in our country and our 
church communities today. St. John 
Lutheran Church hosted an ecu-
menical Juneteenth service this year 
in Cedar Falls. Collaborating with 
Bethlehem Lutheran and Methodist, 
Presbyterian, Episcopal, and Disciples 
of Christ neighbors, a service of re-
pentance was held.

This worship service included scrip-
ture, prayer, and confession. The 
mayor of Cedar Falls was present 
to name examples of how the city 
historically participated in white su-
premacy. During a call to confession, 
attendees were invited to write on 
a card the things they have done/
left undone or said/left unsaid to 
confess their conscious or uncon-
scious complicity in racism. These 
cards were placed on the altar, given 

NOV. 7, 2024

Registration begins in August for 
the synod-wide day of Boundaries 
Education set for Thursday, Nov. 
7, for all actively serving rostered 
members. This training is offered in 
coordination with all 12 synods of 
ELCA Region 5. 

Ministers will gather from 9 a.m. to 
3 p.m. at satellite locations within 
each synod for the online training, 
along with in-person discussion 

and Q & A. The cost to attend is 
$100 per person, which includes 
lunch. This training day replaces 
the online Safe Gatherings training 
for clergy.  

Watch for more information about 
the satellite locations and registra-
tion information. Questions can be 
directed to Pastor Steve Brackett at 
the synod office, 319-352-1414.

Read more at www.neiasynod.
org/2024/04/s-a-f-e-ministry-team. 

to the mercy of God. A recording of 
Dr. Martin Luther King’s Letter to the 
American Church was also shared.

For Pastor Amy Eisenmann of 
Bethlehem Lutheran, a meaningful 
moment in the service was listen-
ing to Dr. King’s recorded speech. 
She said, “Listening to Martin Luther 
King’s speech helped us re-live his-
tory so that we don’t repeat history.” 

When asked why a congregation 
would host a Juneteenth Service 
of Repentance, Pastor Brian Julin-
McCleary of St. John’s Lutheran 
responded, “Repentance is a core 
practice of Christianity. Juneteenth 
provides a moment for us to face the 
lies of white supremacy. Repentance 
sets the stage for us to live a new 
way.”

Offering a worship service of repen-
tance is one way to mark Juneteenth. 
If your congregation is interested 
in offering a service of repentance, 
the Racial Justice Network would be 
happy to offer resources.

SYNOD COUNCIL WELCOME
Three new Synod Council 
members elected at the 2023 
Northeastern Iowa Synod 
Assembly began serving three-
year terms in July: 

•	 Bill Stoen, a member of Big 
Canoe Lutheran, Decorah

•	 Robin Kime, a member of 
St. John, Cedar Falls, and 
campus ministry associate 
for ThreeHouse Collaborative 
Campus Ministries;

•	 Pastor Charlie Underwood, 
who serves St. John, Clarksville

 
Christine Schmitt has also joined 
the Synod Council after being 
elected president of the Synodical 
Women’s Organization in June.  

View the complete list on the 
synod website, www.neiasynod.
org/about/leadership-and-staff.

Boundaries Education for Clergy
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Did you know an American Black 
Lutheran ordained minister in the 17th 
century led Black and racially integrat-
ed churches? Also, in the first half of 
the last century Lutheran colleges in 
Northeastern Iowa were affiliated with 
an Indian mission school?

The Northeastern Iowa Synod Racial 
Justice Advocacy Network has de-
veloped a project titled Lutheran 
Memoir, which consists of posters and 
handouts to promote learning and 
discussion. Thus far, a set of five indi-
viduals or locations have been com-
pleted. Congregations are welcome 
to display the posters and/or use 
the handouts for adult or secondary 
school youth programing. 

Available now are:

•	 BETHANY INDIAN MISSION
•	 BISHOP NELSON TROUT
•	 PASTOR JEHU JONES
•	 REV. DANIEL PAYNE
•	 SAINT SEBALD CHURCH

 
For your convenience, digital 
copies (PDF format) of these 
resources are available for print-
ing. Three-foot poster displays 
with stands are available for 
short term loans. Our hope is to 
soon develop digital presenta-
tion software to accompany 
the topics above. 

Contact the Racial Justice 
Network by e-mail to arrange 
for any of the opportunities 
in this article.  Members of 
the Racial Justice Network 
will be available during the 
upcoming Spring Day of 
Renewal, and the posters 
will be on display at that 
time. 

For further information or to express 
interest in using this project in your 
context, please email the Racial Justice 
Advocacy Network at neiasynodrjan@
gmail.com.

Did you know …
by Reg Green, Racial Justice Advocacy Network

OBITUARY 
Deacon Marianne Beck died Feb. 20 at the age of 90, after a long battle 
with Alzheimer’s. Her body was donated to the University of Iowa 
Deeded Body Program.

Marianne was an elementary school teacher and spent most of her 
career as a librarian at St. Paul’s Lutheran School and at Wartburg 
College, both in Waverly.

A memorial service will take place Saturday, April 26, at 2 p.m. at Bartels 
Good Shepherd Chapel in Waverly, with visitation starting at 1:30 p.m. A 
reception and fellowship will immediately follow the service.

Marianne is survived by Walter, her husband of 67 years, and their 
family. View her full obituary at kaisercorson.com/obituaries/Marianne-
J-Beck?obId=37903151.

Office Updates
The synod office building will 
be closed to walk-in business 
April 7-11 to allow for the instal-
lation of new energy-efficient 
windows throughout the build-
ing. Communication with office 
staff will be available through 
email and phone, 319-352-1414.

The parking lot and sidewalk 
will be resurfaced during the 
week of April 21. Visitors should 
plan to park across the street in 
the Redeemer Lutheran parking 
lot during that time.

If you are a researcher, author or pre-
senter in the field of religious racial 
justice, we welcome your suggestions.

https://www.kaisercorson.com/obituaries/Marianne-J-Beck?obId=37903151
https://www.kaisercorson.com/obituaries/Marianne-J-Beck?obId=37903151
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On Saturday, April 12, members from 
St. John Lutheran and Bethlehem 
Lutheran churches in Cedar Falls gath-
ered for a screening of portions of 
the ELCA 2025 National Day of Racial 
Healing event. The National Day of 
Racial Healing occurs every year on 
the day after the Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Birthday National Holiday. This screen-
ing event, sponsored by the St. John 
Racial Justice Team, was a time for 
reflection, discussion and community. 
The live webinar took place on Tuesday, 
Jan. 21, during traditional work hours, 
which was not convenient for many 
people to attend. This April Saturday 
morning offering was an opportunity 
for additional people to view and par-
ticipate in the event.

The opening wor-
ship with the key-
note address given 
by the Rev. Dr. 
Jacqueline Lewis 
started the morning. 
The closing worship 
was led by Bishop 
Felix Malpica of 
the La Crosse Area 
Synod. 

Two sessions were shown between 
worship: “Congregational Stories of 
Racial Healing,” a presentation on racial 
justice activity in local communities, 
and “Call to Allyship,” a Q & A session 
with contributors to the book, Call to 
Allyship. Between each session the par-
ticipants engaged in open discussion 

of themes and topics presented in the 
video, with a focus on their relevance 
to the Cedar Valley.

If your congregation is interested in 
presenting a similar screening and dis-
cussion session, contact Pastor Brian 
Julin-McCleary at 319-268-0165 or  
pastorbrian@stjohncf.org.

Revisiting the Day of Racial Healing
by Reg Green, Racial Justice Advocacy Network Member

Rev. James Allyn Mattson, 90, died May 5 at Wellington 
Place in Decorah.

Mattson attended Luther Seminary and was ordained in 
1967. He served St. John’s Lutheran Western Douglas rural 
Plainfield; Zion American Lutheran Church in Wyoming, 
Iowa; and First Lutheran Church in Britt. He also served 
on several boards and committees associated with the 
Iowa District of the ALC, including the local church camp, 
nursing home, hospice and college. He retired in 1999 
and served as visitation pastor at Zumbro Lutheran in 
Rochester, Minn.  

He was preceded in death by his wife, Sharron, and is 
survived by three children and their families. Funeral 
services took place May 22 at First Lutheran, Decorah, with 
burial at the Lutheran Cemetery.

His full obituary is available at www.helmsfuneralhomes.
com/obituary/james-jim-mattson.

Rev. Ernest Elzey of Cedar Falls died May 3, 2025, at the 
age of 78. 

Elzey graduated from Trinity Lutheran Seminary in 
Columbus, Ohio, in 1974 and was ordained in 1974 by 
his father, Pastor Elmer Elzey. He served congregations in 
Iowa and Wisconsin, including Zion (Jubilee) in rural La 
Porte City from 1999 until his retirement in 2011.

Elzey was preceded in death by his wife, Karen. He is 
survived by his two stepchildren and their families. 
Funeral services took place May 8 at White Funeral Home, 
Jesup, with burial at Memorial Lawn Cemetery, Ottumwa.

View his full obituary is available at white-mthope.com/
component/content/article/2-obituaries/1725-pastor-
ernest-c-elzey.html.

OBITUARIES

https://www.helmsfuneralhomes.com/obituary/james-jim-mattson
https://www.helmsfuneralhomes.com/obituary/james-jim-mattson
https://white-mthope.com/component/content/article/2-obituaries/1725-pastor-ernest-c-elzey.html
https://white-mthope.com/component/content/article/2-obituaries/1725-pastor-ernest-c-elzey.html
https://white-mthope.com/component/content/article/2-obituaries/1725-pastor-ernest-c-elzey.html
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Growing up, I loved decorat-
ing for Christmas.  The days after 
Thanksgiving were prime time to pull 
down the boxes of Christmas decora-
tions from the closet. One of my favor-
ite things to set up in the house was 
the nativity scenes.  

I loved setting up nativity scenes 
because it connected me to the 
Christmas story. Setting up Mary, 
Joseph, and baby Jesus was always 
done first.  I noticed from a young age 
that not all the nativity scenes con-
tained all the same pieces. Some had 
just Mary, Joseph, and Jesus. Others 
contained a donkey or an ox. Others 
shepherds and sheep. Still others 
magi and camels. Our largest set had 
dozens of pieces, including a whole 
band of children playing instruments 
with the little drummer boy. Maybe 
these weren’t biblical, but they added 
a flavor to the story.  

The other thing I noticed was how 
the different sets were decorated and 
how each character was portrayed. 
My parents explained to me that 
many of these sets came from differ-
ent countries around the world. Some 
were crafted in the United States and 
Western Europe. I noticed in these sets 
the characters looked a lot like me: 
light colored skin, and blonde or light 
brown hair. They often wore expensive 
looking robes, even the shepherds. 
This was in contrast to some of the 
other sets. One was a hand carved set 
made of olive wood from Bethlehem. 
The set was masterfully carved, with 
great detail, yet the carving told a sim-
pler story of Jesus’ birth. The clothes 
were simpler, like what an artisan such 
as Joseph could afford. Whenever I 
pulled this set out of the box, I was re-

minded that Jesus’ birth didn’t happen 
in rural Iowa, but in Bethlehem far 
away. This helped me feel more con-
nected to the global community.

We also had a few sets from Mexico. 
These sets were painted with vibrant 
colors: pinks, yellows, light blues, and 
bright oranges. These characters had 
darker skin and black hair. Mary was 
ornately decorated. One set from 
Mexico was styled after Tonala pot-
tery. It featured abstract shapes for 
the individual pieces. Baby Jesus’ arms 
were extended to make the shape of 
the cross. Each of these pieces had 
detailed designs for both the features 
and the clothing. These many sets 
came together to tell a deeper story of 
Jesus’ birth, a story each set could not 
communicate by themselves.

Every year as I set up the nativity 
scenes in my own home, I am remind-
ed of the rich diversity that makes 
up our world. Different cultures tell 

the story of Jesus in different ways, 
using their own cultural and artistic 
mediums. Each scene tells a story. It’s 
important to pay attention to that 
story, to recognize someone else’s 
experience may cause them to tell the 
story in a different way. I think there’s 
a lesson here for seeking racial justice. 
If we only see the world from our ex-
perience, we will find we have a rather 
limited view. What if one particular 
nativity scene was our only way of 
telling the Christmas story? We would 
miss out on so much! We need to hear 
the stories of others. As we seek racial 
justice and equity in our own commu-
nities, are we listening to the stories of 
others? Or are we dismissing their ex-
periences before we ever hear them? 
In addition to listening to others’ 
stories, it is important for us to reflect 
why we tell our story the way we do, 
so that as we listen, we are not simply 
comparing our experience against that 
of another.  

At Christmas, we celebrate God be-
coming a human being in Jesus Christ. 
We get to know God more deeply 
through getting to know Jesus’ story. 
The same is true as we listen to the 
stories of our neighbors. In this season, 
let us commit ourselves to listening to 
the stories and experiences of people 
who may look different from us, whose 
cultural practices might differ from our 
own. We might be challenged by what 
we hear. The stories may be different 
from our own.  But through the voice 
of our neighbor, we may hear God’s 
voice calling us into a new and more 
just future for all God’s children.       

— Pastor Daniel Hanson 
Trinity Lutheran, Mason City

Listening to the story from another perspective  
from the Racial Justice Advocacy Network

RACIAL JUSTICE ADVOCACY
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